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Response to Comments of Kim Delfino, California Program Director, Defenders of Wildlife, August 30, 2004  
(Letter O034) 

O034-1 
The Co-lead Agencies believe that the data used and the level of 
analysis presented in the PEIR/S is appropriate and sufficient to 
make a decision on whether or not to proceed with the HST 
Alternative and to identify various corridor alignments to continue to 
study at the project level.  Please also see standard response 3.15.7, 
and standard response 3.15.13. 

O034-2 
More detailed resource data, including that cited in the comment and 
data collected through field-work, will be used in subsequent studies 
including review of the northern mountain crossing corridor (Bay 
Area to Central Valley Corridor) and project-level environmental 
reviews.  The Program EIR/EIS recognizes the limitations of these 
databases.  Please see response to Comment O034-1 and response 
to Comment O034-3.  Please also see response to Comment AF007-
3C. 

O034-3 
The following text (similar to text suggested in the comment) has 
been added to the PEIR/S in Section 3.15.3: In general, railroad 
corridors have been found to have the following environmental 
advantages over highways:  1) Water drains away from the track-
bed, maintaining a dry environment that prevents unwanted 
vegetation from establishing.  2) The track-bed has a porous, stable 
base that prevents runoff from concentrating, keeps slope erosion to 
a minimum, and filters out particulates and chemical pollutants.  3) A 
service road or other narrow access strip running alongside the 
track-bed prevent spoils from shifting beyond the toe of the track-
bed slope.  4) Drainage ditches parallel to the track-bed prevent  
uncontrolled erosion, act as sediment traps, filter railway runoff, and 
insulate adjoining land from uncontrolled channel flow.  5) High 
Speed Rail (HSR) construction usually has a significantly smaller 

footprint than road construction, so it has less long-term and short-
term impacts.  6)  HSR corridors are narrower than roads, so animals 
are more willing to cross under them.  This is a significant 
advantage.  7) It is more feasible to elevate an HSR system on pile-
supported structures than to elevate a road.    

“Elevated corridors on bridges or viaducts undoubtedly have the less 
disruptive impact on wildlife movement and migration passageways.”  
(DeSanto, R.S. and D.G. Smith; Environmental auditing: an 
introduction to issues of habitat fragmentation relative to 
transportation corridors with special reference to high-speed rail 
(HSR); Environmental Management 17:111-114; 1993) 

O034-4 
Please see standard response 3.15.2 and standard response 3.15.13 
for more information on subsequent studies and the project-level, 
Tier 2 evaluations that would be prepared on HST corridor 
alignments identified as preferred.  The project-level, Tier 2 studies 
would provide a more detailed evaluation of potential impacts of 
habitat fragmentation on specific species.  The analyses would be 
prepared as part of these subsequent studies once design has 
progressed to a point where details regarding fencing, grade 
separations, aerial section, and culverting are available.  The 
information provided in this comment regarding (among other 
things) appropriate fencing strategies, will be used in these 
subsequent studies to consider design options for the proposed rail 
alignments and appropriate mitigation for project impacts.  The Co-
lead agencies believe that the PEIR/S provides sufficient information 
to support selection of a system alternative and identification of 
various preferred HST corridor alignments, but acknowledge that 
much additional analysis will be necessary at a project level.  
Because of the large amount of technical data generated during the 
preparation of the PEIR/S, the impact analysis sections contained in 
the PEIR/S are, of necessity, summaries of information found in the 
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technical reports.  The comment is correct that additional details 
regarding fencing and its effects on habitat fragmentation can be 
found in those technical studies.  Technical Evaluations for Biological 
Resources for each region are available for review on the California 
High Speed Rail Authority website 
(http://www.cahighspeedrail.ca.gov/eir/regional_studies/ 
default.asp) and have been incorporated by reference.  The analyses 
requested in the comment will be conducted at a project-specific 
level, and will include an analysis of fragmentation impacts on both 
special-status species and wildlife species such as mountain lions, 
coyotes, bobcats, and bears.  Details of fencing and wildlife 
movement mitigation will also be developed at the project level.  The 
information provided in the comment regarding appropriate height 
and design of fences is appreciated.  The Final PEIR/S has an 
expanded description of the overall approach to fencing, culverts, 
and overpasses as they relate to wildlife movements – Please see 
standard response 3.15.9 and Section 3.15.5 and Section 3.15.6 of 
the Final PEIR/S.  The comment has provided valuable references to 
information regarding effects of transportation facilities on habitat 
fragmentation, and these reference sources will be used in the 
project-level, Tier 2 evaluation of impacts. 

O034-5 
Please refer to Response to Comment AS004-45 regarding potential 
spread of exotic species of plants. 

O034-6 
Please see response to Comment O034-4.  The type of impacts listed 
in this comment cannot be further evaluated until more detailed 
project level designs are developed for the alignment options.  These 
potential impacts will be fully evaluated in the project-level, Tier 2 
studies.  Please see standard response 3.4.1 regarding noise impacts 
to wildlife.  Please see response to Comment AS004 – 49 regarding 
EMF/EMI levels associated with the HST Alternative.  Lighting of the 
entire length of the HST alignment is not needed or anticipated.  
Lighting will be provided for station areas and maintenance and 
storage facilities.  Other facilities such as roadways crossing over or 

under the HST alignment will also be lit as appropriate for safety and 
according to Caltrans/FHWA requirements.  Please see standard 
response 3.15.13 regarding intended uses of this PEIR/S. 

O034-7 
The Authority acknowledges your concerns regarding potential 
hazards for birds interacting with overhead catenary power supply 
lines on the HST alignments.  In the Final Program EIR/EIS, each 
environmental sections of Chapter 3 has been modified to include 
mitigation strategies that would be applied in general for the HST 
system.  Each section of Chapter 3 also outlines specific design 
features that will be applied to the project level studies and 
implementation of the HST system to avoid, minimize, and mitigate 
potential impacts.  The design and mitigation suggestions in the 
comment, as well as other measures, will be given full consideration 
in subsequent project level analysis.   

Overall, it can be expected that the HST Alternative would introduce 
additional EMF exposures or EMI at levels for which there are no 
established adverse impacts on humans or wildlife.  EMF emissions 
from HST vehicle passby’s are very low, and impacts are therefore 
not expected to be significant.  EMF/EMI characteristics will be 
analyzed in the subsequent project level environmental review, as 
summarized in the Program EIR/EIS in Section 3.6.4 and 3.6.5. 

O034-8 
The Co-lead agencies are aware that Section 7 of the Endangered 
Species requires consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
and this consultation will be conducted as part of the project-level, 
Tier 2 environmental evaluations.  The project-level evaluation 
(outlined in response to Comment O034-4) will consider both 
designated and proposed critical habitat in the project area.  The 
project-level studies will consider potential overlap with critical 
habitat for all species of concern within the project area, including 
those listed in the comment: arroyo toad, California gnatcatcher, 
California red-legged frog, Least Bell’s vireo, Quino checkerspot 
butterfly, Riverside fairy shrimp, San Bernardino kangaroo rat, 
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southwestern willow flycatcher, vernal pools species, California tiger 
salamander, California red-legged frog, Alameda whipsnake, Valley 
elderberry longhorn beetle, Central California coast coho salmon, 
Central Valley steelhead, Central California coast steelhead, southern 
steelhead, Sacramento river winter-run Chinook salmon, Central 
Valley spring-run Chinook salmon, Central Valley fall/late fall-run 
Chinook salmon, delta smelt, and tidewater goby. 

O034-9 
Section 7 Consultation with U.S. Fish and Wildlife will be conducted 
as part of the project-level environmental evaluation, and will include 
an evaluation of project impacts on species recovery plans within the 
project area or affected by the project.  The final selection of 
alignments and the design of facilities will include consideration of 
design options that would have the least impact on threatened and 
endangered species.  The project-level studies will evaluate 
consistency of the project with recovery plans. 

O034-10 
It is agreed that past experience provides considerable information 
about effects of transportation corridors on ecological systems, and 
provides guidance on mitigating those effects.  A preliminary 
literature review has been conducted and used to provide further 
guidance regarding the description of potential impacts and design 
options for wildlife passages in the final PEIR/S.  Please refer to 
Responses to Comments AS004-47 and AS004-51.  Literature 
reviews will be continued as part of the project-level, Tier-2 
environmental evaluation, and as input to the design of mitigation 
measures. 

O034-11 
Please see response to Comment AL063 – #1 and #14 regarding 
review of local and regional plans.  Please refer to standard response 
3.15.10 regarding evaluation of conservation plans.  More detailed 
review of these plans will be included as part of the project-level 
environmental documentation.  Please see Chapter 6B of the Final 

Program EIR/EIS for a discussion of transit-oriented development 
measures. 

O034-12 
The Co-lead agencies appreciate this information and understand the 
importance of possible conflicts and accidents between high-speed 
trains and wildlife, including costs to the rail system and adverse 
affects to wildlife. 

O034-13 
Please refer to standard responses 3.15.3, standard response 3.15.9 
and response to Comment AS004-51 regarding evaluation of impacts 
on movement corridors.  Additional analysis will be conducted in 
project-level environmental reviews which will include consideration 
of more detailed alignments and facility design information. 

O034-14 
The Co-lead Agencies believe that the level of analysis presented in 
the PEIR/S is appropriate and sufficient to make a decision on 
whether or not to proceed with the HST alternative and to identify 
preferred corridor alignments for more detailed study at the project 
level – please see standard response 3.15.13.  The project-level 
studies that would be completed for selected HST alignment options 
will include detailed field analysis of potential impacts to vernal pools 
and wetlands.  This information will be used at the project level to 
look for ways to avoid impacts, e.g., though track/alignment 
adjustments or use of structures), and, if adverse impacts are 
identified, the Co-lead agencies will pursue other possible mitigation 
measures.Completing a planning level analysis of corridors using 
consistent methodology and data (as has been done in the PEIR/S) 
is an appropriate, reasonable, and practical way of considering 
decisions on whether to proceed with the HST Alternative and  
identifying alignment options to study further. 
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O034-15 
Please refer to standard response 3.15.2 regarding the level of detail 
of habitat analysis.  Detailed field surveys will be performed for the 
project-level, Tier 2 studies, allowing for the evaluation of relative 
quality of specific habitats.  As noted in the comment, impacts to 
wildlife have been documented to occur at varying levels.  To 
represent the potential for direct impact to water and biological 
resources for the System Alternatives (Modal and HST) in the Final 
Program EIR/S (see Section 3.15.2), a GIS analysis was completed 
for the approximate footprint of the alternative facilities.  For the 
HST Alternative, this analysis identified and quantified potential 
direct impacts based on the HST alignment options within the 
broader GIS envelopes used to identify the potentially affected 
resources.  For the Modal Alternative, this analysis identified and 
quantified potential direct impacts for the highway improvements 
only.  The quantifications are representative of the unmitigated 
potential for direct impacts that could occur within the corridor.  The 
envelope widths were applied in a uniform basis across the 
alternatives to allow for an objective and uniform comparison of 
alternatives and alignments.  An evaluation of  site-specific impacts 
at the project-level will take into account relevant findings regarding 
the physical extent – the appropriate distances from the alignments 
– within which impacts to wildlife habitat might occur.  Please also 
see standard response 3.15.7 regarding a discussion of analysis 
envelopes. 

O034-16 
Please see response AL072-9 regarding the Grasslands Ecological 
Area.  The project-level studies will include a detailed analysis of 
impacts at each HST station.  These impacts will include growth-
inducing impacts and impacts on sensitive lands (e.g. biological 
resources, wetlands, agriculture, etc.).  Please also see Section 5 of 
the PEIR/S regarding economic growth and related impacts.  Please 
note that the Authority has dropped the Los Banos station option 
from future evaluation.  Please see standard response 5.2.6 
regarding the anticipated growth inducement potential of each of the 
system alternatives and the HST station areas, including Merced and 

Gilroy.  Potential impacts to the GEA will also be reviewed in the 
future program-level northern mountain crossing studies (Bay Area 
to Central Valley).  

O034-17 
As the comment notes, the Modal and HST alternatives would 
potentially affect numerous species.  Please refer to standard 
response 3.15.2 regarding the level of detail and analysis of species 
of concern.  Additional evaluation will be performed project-level 
environmental reviews, at which time alignments can be adjusted to 
minimize impacts to species such as burrowing owl.  It should be 
noted that the detailed alignments prepared for project level 
environmental reviews can be shifted within the corridor alignments 
identified in the PEIR/S.  Please see standard response 3.15.7 
regarding the evaluation “envelopes” (bandwidths) used for analysis 
in the PEIR/S. 

O034-18 
The Draft PEIR/S should have listed the desert tortoise as a 
potentially affected species.  The list of sensitive wildlife species on 
page 3.15-10 of the Draft PEIR/S is revised in the Final PEIR/S as 
follows: San Diego horned lizard (Phrynosoma coronotum blainvillii), 
desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii), arroyo toad (Bufo californicus).  
However, the Tehachapi alignment option was considered during the 
screening evaluation and has been dropped from further 
consideration.  The proposed alignment through the Palmdale area 
will be evaluated in greater detail as part of the project-level, Tier 2 
environmental documentation.  Potential impacts on desert tortoise 
and pronghorn antelope will be considered in those future studies 
should the HST proposal move forward.  Please refer to standard 
response 3.15.2 regarding level of detail of analyses and standard 
response 3.15.13 regarding the intended uses of this PEIR/S. 

O034-19 
Please see response to Comment AF008 – 25 and standard response 
3.15.9 regarding wildlife corridors.  The information provided by the 
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Defenders of Wildlife is now incorporated in the Final PEIR/S – 
Section 3.15 and will receive further consideration in future studies. 

O034-20 and 21 
The information provided by defenders of wildlife has been 
considered and included, where applicable and appropriate, in 
discussions of mitigation strategies and design features in Section 
3.15.5 and Section 3.15.6 of the Final Program EIR/EIS, and will 
receive further consideration in future studies. 

O034-22 
Acknowledged.  The Authority and the FRA respectfully disagree with 
your assessment of the Draft Program EIR/EIS. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




